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Abstract 
The aim of education should be character building, and it begins with education of the heart. Hence, teachers in schools play a 
very important role in encouraging student to value diversity and regard it as an asset or resource, rather than a liability or 
problem. How is the situation with teachers in Malaysian school? Do teachers see their role as only imparting the ‘3R” or do they 
see the need for 1R and incorporate in their teaching and learning activities? This paper will present the preliminary finding of the 
responses of teachers in four selected schools in Sarawak, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
 
    “Our rich diversity … is our collective strength”, so states one of the principles in the Johannesburg Declaration 
(UNESCO, 2010b). One of the main avenues to promote and uphold diversity is the education sector. Hence, the 
Johannesburg Declaration stipulates that education must respect diversity. The values, knowledge, languages and 
world views associated with culture predetermine the way issues of education for sustainable developments are dealt 
with in specific national contexts. Cultures must be respected as the living and dynamic contexts within which 
human beings find their values and identity.  
    Today’s youths are a country’s greatest assets, and education is one main sector where a country can ensure its 
young people are accorded the opportunity to develop their potential, skills and character, and consequently to 
function as responsible and useful citizens. Education not only teaches the individual to read, write and count (3R), 
but should also allow students to learn about their own history, culture, religion and at the same time, the history, 
cultures, religion of other ethnic groups in their own country and beyond. Such an inclusive education opens the 
minds of the students to the diversity and differences prevalent not only in human society but also the natural 
environment.  
____________ 
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It also trains the students to understand the genesis and development of diversity and to learn to adapt and accept 
such differences. With such training and understanding, students will gain an insight into how to live and relate 
respectfully with others of different colour, creed, customs, culture, religions, gender, educational level and 
economic status. This aspect of the purpose of education is what this paper would like to term as ‘1R’ – relationship 
based on right knowledge, good understanding and moral values.  
    UNESCO, advocating for an ‘Education for All’ (EFA) policy, emphasises that the overall goal of inclusive 
education is to ensure that school is a place where all children participate and are treated equally. This involves a 
change in how we think about education. Inclusive education is an approach that looks into how to transform the 
education system in order to respond to the diversity of learners. Strengthening links with the community is vital, 
where relationships between teachers, students, parents, and society at large is crucial for developing inclusive 
learning environments (UNESCO, 2010a). Hence, the school curriculum in the education system should be based on 
the four pillars of education for the twenty-first century, that is, learning to know, learning to do, learning to be and 
learning to live together (Delors, 1996), founded on the values of democracy, tolerance and respect for difference 
(UNESCO, 2010a).  
    In a multiethnic, multicultural and multi religious country like Malaysia, having an education system based on the 
four pillars mentioned above provides the foundation for our young generation to establish and sustain relationships 
with parents and family members, friends, teachers and society based on the values of respect and trustworthiness. 
    Hence, in our research project on eight selected schools in Sabah and Sarawak, we posed the question, ‘will 
Malaysian students who went through the education system and schooling be inspired to interact, to get to know and 
form relationships with people who are different from them, in particular? In the context of the Malaysian 
government’s aspiration to develop a just, united, harmonious and progressive nation out of its diversified 
population so as to ensure sustainable national development, the education system should be all-inclusive and 
holistic, embracing the teaching and learning of 3R, as well as learning this ‘relationship’ component, the 1R. While 
3R accentuates academic literacy, 1R helps develop socio-cultural literacy – the ability to relate and form social 
relationships with others on their own terms. Do school and in particular, teachers, see the significance of this 1R 
component in the curriculum, and include it in their teaching and learning programmes?  
    In line with theme of ICELD 2010, ‘education for diverse learners’ and the choice of sub-theme for this 3R + 1R 
panel, that is ‘diversity and the development of human potential’, this paper will present critical viewpoints of 
teachers in four selected secondary schools in Sarawak. Two other papers in this panel will concentrate on Principals 
and students respectively. All three papers in this panel is based on the preliminary analysis of the findings of the 3R 
+ 1R research project (project code: UKM-GUP-JKKBG-08-01-004).  
    Before further discussion, we will take a look at the history of education in Malaysia so as to have a better 
understanding of the Malaysian education system today. 
 
2. Education in Malaysia: Past, Present and Future  
 
    The present education system in Malaysia has its origins in the pre-Independence era. The British introduced 
secular education and established the first English school in Pulau Pinang in 1816. Other schools, classified 
according to the language of instruction, were the Malay, Chinese, and Tamil schools. By 1938, there were 788 
Malay schools, 654 Chinese schools, 607 Tamil schools, and 221 English schools. These schools had diverse 
management and financial resources. They included government-maintained schools, missionary schools, and non-
profit schools, all of which received financial aid from the government, as well as privately funded schools (UNDP, 
2009; Ong & Roovasini, 2010).  
    After the Second World War (1941–46), there was a significant change of attitude towards education among all 
ethnic groups, which led to an increase in demand for education. This demand was attributed to the increasingly 
settled position of the immigrants (in part due to post-war developments in China, India, and other neighbouring 
countries) and the emergence of Malay nationalism (UNDP, 2009).  
    On the eve of independence, the necessity of nation-building and the centrality of education to that project was 
clear both to the British colonials of Malaya and the new elites preparing to take over administration of the country 
(Brown, 2005). The British government intended an education policy which would be relevant to the political and 
socio-economic goals of the people, Malaya’s three principal ethnic minorities – Malays, Chinese and Indians.  
    A number of studies and reviews were carried out to decide on the policies and principles to be followed with 
regard to education: a Central Advisory Committee on Education set up in 1949; a committee on Malay education 
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which produced the Barnes Report in 1951; and a study on Chinese education which produced the Fenn-Wu Report 
in 1951 (UNDP, 2009).  
    The Barnes Report recommended a national school system, which would provide primary education for 6 years in 
Malay and English, hoping that over a period of time, the attraction to have separate schools in Chinese and Tamil 
would wane and disappear. The reaction of the Chinese community to the Barnes Report was not totally positive. 
While the community agreed with the basic recommendation that Malay be treated as the principal language, it felt 
that there should be some provision to recognise Chinese and Tamil as important components of a new definition of 
Malaya’s national identity. To pacify ethnic sensitivities, the British government approved a modified formula that 
would allow bilingualism in Malay schools (Malay and English) and three language ‘solution’ in Tamil and Chinese 
schools (either Tamil-Malay-English or Chinese-Malay-English) by recommending a common curriculum for all 
schools, hoping that a national school system would evolve (Wikipedia, 2009). The Barnes Report stated explicitly 
that its approach was ‘governed by the belief that the primary school should be treated avowedly and with full 
deliberation as an instrument for building up a common Malayan nationality’. These words were echoed by the 
Fenn-Wu Report which noted that it was ‘only natural that Malaya’s educational policy should be directed 
consciously and consistently toward … an ultimate Malayan nation’. However, the Barnes Report recommendations 
were aimed at the creation of a national public school system based on bilingual education with the particular 
promotion of a national lingua franca - either Malay or English. The implication of the Barnes Report was that 
‘Chinese and Indians are being asked to give up gradually their own vernacular schools, and to send their children to 
schools where Malay is the only oriental language taught. The Fenn-Wu Report on Chinese education took the 
opposite approach to the Barnes Report, recommending the continuation of own-language schools (vernacular 
schools) with Malay and English to be taught alongside (Brown, 2005, 4 & 5). A consideration of these reviews led 
to the Education Ordinance in 1952. 
    The Barnes Report was unsuccessful, and in 1955, two years before Malaya’s independence, the Razak Report 
endorsed the concept of a national education system based on Malay (the national language), being the main 
medium of instruction (Wikipedia, 2009). In 1956, a third committee report on education, chaired by the Abdul 
Razak bin Hussein, who later went on to become Malaysia’s second Prime Minister, proposed that vernacular 
education was to be allowed to continue both at primary and secondary level, but that a common curriculum be 
instituted. The Razak Report) introduced the use of the Malay language as the national language and as a 
compulsory subject in primary schools (in addition to the English Language), and the use of a common syllabus for 
all schools. Proposals made in the Razak Report were enacted in the Education Ordinance 1957 and the National 
Education Policy was formulated. The Razak Report allowed for the transition from a fragmented colonial education 
system to one which was more integrated along national lines. A later review of the education policy, however, saw 
the languages both of instruction and examination in secondary schools restricted only to Malay or English. Existing 
Chinese-language secondary schools were faced with the hard choice of switching to one of these languages or 
losing any government assistance (Brown, 2005, 5; UNDP, 2009). 
    In 1960, a committee was set up to review the implementation of the education policy. The Rahman Talib Report 
made several recommendations which were subsequently incorporated into the Education Act 1961. These included 
the abolishment of school fees at primary level (implemented in 1962), the use of Bahasa Malaysia as the main 
medium of instruction, and automatic promotion to Form 3, thus increasing basic education to 9 years. Universal 
education was raised to 11 years in 1979 based on the recommendations of the Cabinet Committee Report on 
Education. The report also gave emphasis to school curriculum to ensure the acquiring of the 3Rs (reading, writing, 
and arithmetic) at the primary level. In 2003, primary schooling was made compulsory under the Education Act 
1996 (UNDP, 2009).  
    According to the Education Development Master Plan (2001-2010), the aim of the National School Curriculum is 
to provide opportunities for quality education to all Malaysians from preschool to tertiary level in terms of access, 
equity, quality and efficiency and effectiveness of education management. The role of education at all these levels is 
said to develop the child fully (intellectual, spiritual, emotional and physical [JERI]); inculcate and develop 
desirable moral values; transmit knowledge; create a united Malaysian citizen; and produce trained manpower. 
    The aim of the Malaysian education system to ‘create a united Malaysian citizen’ among her constituent ethnic 
groups, namely, Malays, Chinese, Indians, orang asli, and natives of Sabah and Sarawak has led to the government 
introducing on a national scale a common school system, common curriculum content, common public examinations 
and the use of Bahasa Malaysia as the main medium of instruction (Hena Mukherjee & Jasbir Sarjit Singh, 1983). 
Indeed, the National Education Philosophy of Malaysia lends credence to the government’s nation-building 
aspiration through the education system. The National Education Philosophy reads thus: 
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Education in Malaysia is an on-going effort towards further developing the potential of individuals 
in a holistic and integrated manner, so as to produce individuals who are intellectually, spiritually, 
emotionally and physically balanced and harmonious, based on a firm belief in and devotion to 
God. Such an effort is designed to produce Malaysian citizens who are knowledgeable and 
competent, who possess high moral standards, and who are well responsible and capable of 
achieving high level personal well-being as well as being able to contribute to the harmony and 
betterment of the family, society and nation at large.  
 
    However, with the introduction of the concept of National Key Result Areas (NKRA), and Key Performance 
Indicators (KPI) in 2009, the role of education to ‘produce trained manpower’ seems to have taken precedence over 
the other desirable goal of the education system – to develop the child fully, inculcate and develop desirable moral 
values, transmit knowledge and create a united Malaysian citizen. Instead, the Malaysian government has made 
education one of the priority areas to bring about “broader reforms to the National Education System over time” 
(Tan Sri Dato’ Haji Muhyiddin bin Mohd Yassin, Minister of Education, quoted in Pemandu 2010, 150). The 
aspiration of the Education NKRA is to improve student outcomes across Malaysia’s school system and to enable 
access to quality education for all students. Improving student outcomes is crucial to developing a more competitive 
workforce as Malaysia pushes towards becoming a developed nation by 2020. Making quality education more 
accessible will ensure more Malaysians gain the chance to improve their standard of living. In addition, resources 
would be used effectively to deliver improved outcomes and divided equitably between schools of different 
educational standards to benefit all students irrespective of their starting point. This equitable division would allow 
all students to gain the basic skills required to be a productive member of society while also providing the 
opportunity for exceptional students to realise their full potential (Pemandu 2010, 151).   
    This emphasis on widening access to quality and affordable education is extended to the Tenth Malaysia Plan 
(2011-2015), which will come into force in 2011. In this Tenth Plan, the government’s education policy aims at 
transforming the education system so as to enhance students’ performance significantly, increase the skills of the 
people so as to widen their marketability, and restructure the employment market so as to make Malaysia a high 
income country (Malaysia 2010, 196). Towards this end, the Ministry of Education aims to enhance the 
attractiveness of the teaching profession so that more capable people will join the profession, and to produce 
excellent teachers. Every year, the Ministry of Education receives more than 175,000 applications to join the 
teaching profession, and out of this number, 20,000 are accepted for placement in schools (Malaysia 2010, 209).  
    From this brief description of the history of the education system in Malaysia and the contemporary situation, we 
can say that the education system places much emphasis on students’ academic performance, and directly connected 
is the schools’ academic performance as well as performance of the schools’ Principals and teachers. The Ministry 
of Education, and the Federal government of Malaysia’s preoccupation with academic performance and with 
making the teaching profession more appealing to attract more people to be teachers – what is it all for? Is it to 
produce good, capable workers, or good, moral human beings? The answer lies in the contents of both the NKRA 
for Education (Chapter 8, in Pemandu 2010, 149-166), and the Tenth Malaysia Plan (Malaysia 2010), where the 
focus seems to be on improving students’ academic performance and raising the standards.  
    The Minister of Education, Tan Sri Dato’ Haji Muhyiddin bin Mohd Yassin, proclaims that “the importance of 
the education system cannot be overemphasised given its role in strengthening the competitiveness of our nation 
and in building 1Malaysia,” (Pemandu 2010, 151). However, it seems that the government is more inclined to 
concentrate on enhancing competitiveness (so as to allow all students to gain the basic skills required to be a 
productive member of society while also providing the opportunity for exceptional students to realise their full 
potential), rather than on building 1Malaysia (to develop better human beings who take pride to know and learn 
about people from diverse backgrounds and are willing to live together with these people respectfully as equals). 
The education system is therefore set to produce better workers for the employment workforce and the capitalist 
market, rather than producing better human beings who can relate with one another with respect, trust and 
responsibility. 
    In a multiethnic, multicultural, multireligious and multiregional country like Malaysia, building Relationship 
skills through education provides the foundational base for our young generation to establish social relationships 
through the process of adaptation, accommodation and acceptance of differences and variations in ways of thinking, 
speaking and acting. Political theorists concerned with multicultural societies broadly concur that education, 
especially the fields of citizenry and history, plays a vital role in promoting good inter-ethnic relations, but quite 
what form this education should take is a matter of dispute (Brown 2005, 3 & 8).  
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    This paper argues that mainstream Malaysian education system places emphasis on 3R, or academic literacy 
(wRiting, Reading dan aRithmetic), and less emphasis on the socio-cultural literacy, Relationship skills. Under such 
a scenario, the national aspiration of achieving a united society where citizens live in harmony, sustained by a web 
of meaningful social relationships that cut across ethnic, cultural, religious, class barriers would remain wishful 
thinking. Nevertheless, the next question posed is, what are the views of the people directly involved in the delivery 
of the education system? In the context of this paper, we will look at the views of teachers – the people directly 
associated with the production line of producing good workers or good human beings.  
 
3. The Education System from the Eyes of Teachers: 3R, 1R or 3R + 1R? 
 
    The discussion in this section is based on the responses of teachers of four selected secondary schools in Sarawak, 
one of two states of Malaysia (the other being Sabah) located on the island of Borneo. Due to time and space 
limitations, this paper will only focus on Sarawak, although the research proper includes both Sabah and Sarawak. 
Data from teachers were collected through two sources: one, through a questionnaire with eleven questions 
distributed to all teachers of the respective schools; and two, through a focus group discussion with 10-15 teachers 
for each school. A total of 202 (66%) out of 307 teachers answered the questionnaire. The characteristics of the four 
selected schools in Sarawak are as follows (Table 1). The names of the four selected schools are renamed as PD, LT, 
WP and MD: 
 
Table 1. Characteristics of Four Selected Secondary Schools in Sarawak 
 
School Student population Teachers Location 
PD 525 50 Urban, Kuching 
LT 466 60 Urban, Miri 
WP 1414 100 Rural, Kuching 
MD 1414 97 Rural, Marudi 
 
Total  3819 307  
Source: 3R + 1R fieldwork 4-14 May 2010 
 
    There is an increasing recognition that teachers play the central role in efforts aimed at improving the functioning 
of education system and raising learning outcomes. The ability of education to fulfil these roles depends on whether 
teachers develop and deliver educational content in ways that meet the needs of today’s and tomorrow’s citizens 
(OECD 2001, 3). But are teachers aware of their central role in the education system? Do they know what this 
central role is? Is it to produce good workers (the 3Rs), or good human beings (the 1Rs), or good workers who are 
also good human beings (the 3Rs + 1R)? Towards this end, we will examine the views of teachers to the following 
questions: 
 
a. Why become teachers and the meaning of education? 
b. Main issue concerning Malaysian education system? 
c. Emphasis of teachers in teaching and learning? 
 
4. Why become teachers and the meaning of education? 
 
    First, we look at the number of years of service as a teacher (Table 2). PD and WP, both located at Kuching, the 
capital city of Sarawak, have a higher percentage of long-serving teachers. For example, 37% teachers at PD have 
served more than 20 years and 29% at WP, while for LT, located at Miri, and MD, located at Marudi, only 2% and 
4% respectively have served more than 20 years. On the other hand, for teachers serving less than one year, both LT 
and MD have a higher percentage – 75% and 67% respectively. For PD, there were 3% of teachers serving less than 
1 year, while at WP, it is 8%.  
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Table 2. Number of years of service as teacher 
 
School/ 
Years of service 
Less than 1 year 1-10 years 11-20 years More than 20 
years 
Total  
PD  
(no. & %) 
LT 
(no. & %) 
1 (3) 
 
1 (2) 
8 (23) 
 
33 (75) 
 
13 (37) 
 
9 (21) 
13 (37) 
 
1 (2) 
 
35 (100) 
 
68 (100) 
 
WP 
(no. & %) 
5 (8) 19 (28) 24 (35) 20 (29) 44 (100) 
MD 
(no. & %) 
9 (16) 37 (67) 7 (13) 2 (4) 55 (100) 
 
Total  16 (8) 97 (48) 53 (26) 36 (18) 202 (100) 
Source: 3R + 1R fieldwork 4-14 May 2010 
 
    It is not surprising when the Principals of both LT and MD lamented on the quick turnover rate of teachers in 
their respective schools. According to the Principals, teachers, especially young, married female teachers from 
Peninsular Malaysia prefer to teach in their hometowns or urban schools located in the cities. The teachers’ lack of 
long-term interest to stay in the school is a major concern for the Principals. It will be interesting to examine 
whether the fast turnover rate and lack of more experienced teachers in LT and MD affect the students’ academic 
performance (which will be done in our final report). 
    To the question posed above, ‘why become teachers and the meaning of education?’ – a large percentage of 
teachers wrote that they became teachers because of their love and interest in the teaching profession. They regarded 
teaching as something that can bring about a change in students’ behaviour, and they wanted to be part of this 
change. They saw themselves as agents of change who were entrusted with the responsibility to impart knowledge, 
skills and values to their students so that these students would be better human beings, better citizens. In their 
responses to the meaning of education, the teachers frequently used the words ‘mendidik’, to teach; ‘mengajar’, to 
teach; ‘membimbing’, to guide; ‘membangun’, to develop; ‘memupuk’, to foster; ‘membantu’, to assist; ‘memberi’, 
to give/impart. Hence, education is seen as a transformative process that can bring about a significant change in 
ways of thinking, speaking and behaving of the students. Indeed, the one pertinent word teachers used in our focus 
group discussions (and also by the Principals in our interviews) is ‘kemenjadian’, becoming or come into being. 
What is this ‘thing’ that they want to make it come into being - to menjadi? The answer is character or personality, 
that is kemenjadian sahsiah. Teachers and Principals unanimously agreed that for any teaching-learning to be done 
and its results realised, they have to start with or work on character development. Embedded in this need for 
character development is the establishment of discipline among the students, and also among teachers and 
Principals. Without discipline, students would be disrespectful and would have no regard for rules and regulations, 
responsibilities and routines, as well as other people. So too among teachers, Principals and other staff of the 
schools; without discipline, there will be no adherence to rules and regulations, responsibilities and routines.  
    When all parties in the school are steadfast in their discipline, responsibility and accountability, then only can the 
wheel of learning move and the task of imparting knowledge, skills and values, and the process of character 
development, come into being. Hence, education to these teachers means a life long journey of learning, the 
outcome of which will be students who are mature, responsible and balanced in all aspects – physical, emotional, 
intellectual, social and spiritual (JERIS). According to the teachers, with education, students move from a state of 
not knowing to a state of knowing; of not being clever to clever; of not realising their potential to realising their 
latent potential and capabilities; and using these capabilities and talent to contribute to the betterment of themselves 
and society, not just their own society and country, but also the world. In short, the teachers’ emphasis on 
‘becoming’ or kemenjadian reflects their awareness of the importance of relationship, that is, on how students 
relate with themselves, with other people when they become more firm in their discipline, more knowledgeable 
about themselves and others.   
    To some teachers, education is also an investment, where students are given all the necessary input – knowledge, 
skills and values – relevant to their becoming relevant to the market needs.  
    From the teachers’ responses above, we can say that their responses indicate an emphasis not only on the 3Rs – 
imparting knowledge and skills to students so as to allow them to be ‘academic literate’ and ‘good workers’, but also 
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on the 1R – inculcating and nurturing knowledge, skills and values so that the students can relate better, more 
respectfully and responsibly towards themselves and towards others, especially people from diverse backgrounds.  
  
5. Main Issue Concerning Malaysian Education System  
 
While teachers view education as a profession with lofty aims, and have noble aspirations as a teacher – wanting 
to be part of the ‘becoming process’ of the students, they also have their inhibitions and grievances. To the question 
on main issue concerning Malaysian education system and students, the teachers’ responses indicate a multitude of 
issues which could be categorised into five aspects, as shown in Table 3 below.  
  
 Table 3. Main issue concerning Malaysian education system  
 
School/ 
Years of service 
Teachers’ 
workload 
Low 
recognition  
Student 
discipline 
Exam 
oriented 
Govt policy & 
political 
interference 
Total  
PD  
(no. & %) 
LT 
(no. & %) 
13 (36) 
 
22 (33) 
4 (11) 
 
0 (0) 
 
2 (6) 
 
2 (3) 
5 (14) 
 
4 (6) 
 
12 (33) 
 
38 (58) 
 
36 (18) 
 
66 (32) 
 
WP 
(no. & %) 
25 (58) 0 (0) 6 (14) 4 (9) 8 (19) 43 (22) 
MD 
(no. & %) 
25 (45) 0 (0) 7 (13) 7 (13) 16 (29) 
 
55 (28) 
Total  85 (42) 4 (2) 17 (9) 20 (10) 74 (37) 200 (100) 
Source: 3R + 1R fieldwork 4-14 May 2010 
 
    The total number of teachers who answered the question on the main issue regarding the Malaysian education 
system was 200. About 42% of teachers regarded increasing teachers’ workload as the main issue in the education 
system. A teacher’s job not only involves teaching, but also includes administrative work, involvement in school 
projects and student activities, and attending courses. In addition, teachers have to contend with the diversity of 
students in a class, in terms of intellectual and mental abilities and also cultural and spiritual differences. Teachers 
not only have one class to go into in a single day, but several classes. This calls for ingenuity of the teachers to 
handle and manage students in one day.  
    About 37% of the teachers attributed the main issue of the education system to the constant changing of 
government policy and political differences. “Too much politicking. Ministers think they know best, in fact they 
know nothing. Every decision is based on how much ringgit they can earn out of it,” wrote one teacher. Many 
teachers cited the decision to revert the teaching of Maths and Science from the English language to the Malay 
language and mother tongue languages as one case of the indecisiveness and politiking within the Ministry of 
Education. However with the government’s intention to allow teachers to be active in politics while still in service, 
how then would their involvement impact on their role as teachers, and their impartiality towards students, 
Principals and fellow teachers? 
    About 20% of teachers cited emphasis on exams as the main issue of the education system. Too much emphasis 
on exams makes teaching-learning sterile and regimented, and takes away the fun of learning.  
    Considering the much talked about declining discipline and the increase in gangsterism and bullying among 
students in schools, only about 9% of the teachers mentioned students’ discipline as the main issue of the education 
system of Malaysia. And only 2% of the teachers lamented on the lack of recognition given by both the government 
and public on the teaching profession.  
    Three schools – PD (36%), LT (58%) and MD (45%) gave priority to teachers’ workload, while WP (58%) 
teachers emphasised on government policy and political intervention as the main issue of the education system. WP 
is located near the army base at Kuching, and its student population is predominantly children from the army base. 
Students’ declining discipline is given more emphasis by the two schools located away from the capital city of 
Kuching, that LT (Miri) and MD (Marudi).   
    When it comes to the main issue concerning students in schools, the unanimous response was discipline. Rampant 
indiscipline is on the rise, such as lack of respect for teachers resulting in students answering back and disregarding 
198  Ong Puay Liu et al. / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 7(C) (2010) 191–200
teachers’ instructions; lack of interest in coming to school and learning; lack of maturity in thinking; lack of 
communication skills; no sense of belonging and identification with school, teachers and fellow friends. Students are 
said to be taking and selling drugs without qualms, smoking, using handphone in classroom without fear, and abuse 
of facebook. As one teacher wrote, ‘students nowadays are good in academic performance, but weak in morals’. 
Herein lies the teachers’ concern: on the one hand, they want to see their students perform academically well, but 
they also want their students to be able to relate well with others. If students’ discipline is on the decline, then these 
two noble aims might not be achieved.  
 
6. Emphasis of Teachers in Teaching and Learning 
 
    With the increasing teaching workload, constant changing of government policies and political interference, as 
well as the declining discipline among students, what then do these teachers emphasise in their job as a teacher? 
 
Table 4. Emphasis in teaching and learning process 
 
School/ 
Emphasis  
Teaching-
learning 
Character & 
discipline 
Teaching-
learning & 
character devt 
English  Total  
PD (no. & %) 
  
LT (no. & %) 
 
3 (8) 
 
15 (22) 
21 (58) 
 
22 (32) 
11 (31) 
 
31 (46) 
1 (3) 
 
0 (0) 
 
36 (18) 
 
68 (34) 
 
WP (no. & %) 
 
15 (34) 14 (32) 15 (34) 0 (0) 44 (22) 
MD(no. & %)  
 
20 (36) 15 (28) 20 (36) 0 (0) 55 (27) 
Total  53 (26) 72 (36) 77 (38) 1 (1) 202 (100) 
Source: 3R + 1R fieldwork 4-14 May 2010 
 
    Teachers in the four schools gave more emphasis on both teaching & learning and character development (38%), 
and character development & discipline (36%), as compared to teaching & learning only (26%). This response 
substantiated the responses of the teachers presented above on why they became teachers and the meaning of 
education. The theme of 3R + 1R continued to be carried through to the class situation where the teachers 
emphasised both the academic (teaching the 3Rs) as well the relationship factor (teaching the 1R).  
    Teachers seemed to be concerned about the students’ discipline and the lack of ‘character’ in the students’ 
behaviour. In this respect, students’ response to the question whether teachers act as a motivating factor for them to 
come to schools is also revealing of their lack of interest in schooling and understanding the purpose of education. 
When asked if teachers act as a motivating factor for them to come to schools, only 58% said yes, teachers are a 
motivating factor encouraging them to come to school.  
    While acknowledging the importance of 3R in the education system and the curriculum, more especially so with 
the implementation of the NKRA Education mentioned earlier and the preoccupation with students’ academic 
performance as a main criterion for school ranking and recognition of status as high performing schools, these 
teachers were also aware of the need to inculcate good values and moral discipline among their students. To these 
teachers, the Ministry of Education places too much emphasis on academic performance and has skewed evaluation 
of schools favouring academic achievement. However, their grievance is that schools do not have the same type of 
facilities and funding as well as student composition, which affect the learning atmosphere of the school and 
students’ performance. These teachers’ laments were echoed by school Principals, especially those in the rural areas 
or located further from the city centre. The Principals of the schools we met for the fieldwork in Sarawak talked 
about the lack of funding for infrastructural development, staff development and student activities. One of the 
Principals of the four Sarawak schools (LT) in our study said that his philosophy is to see his students and teachers 
develop into good human beings who can live well with other people. Basing his philosophy on UNESCO’s four 
pillars of education, the Principal said he stresses on (i) learning to know; (ii) learning to do; (iii) learning to be; and 
(iv) learning to live with one another (cf Delors 1996). According to this LT Principal, who also regards himself as a 
teacher, without knowledge, one is like a blind person, cannot see the way and will walk directionless and 
Ong Puay Liu et al. / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 7(C) (2010) 191–200 199
dangerously. Without practicing or doing what one knows is also useless as one is not tested with interaction and 
direct experience with others. Without knowledge and practice, one’s growth in moral maturity and mental 
development will be shallow and one-sided. Without all the three – knowledge, doing and being – one would not 
have the capability or quality to relate with others, hence, one would have difficulty living with others. Stunted and 
shut out from these three important scenarios, one’s moral maturity and social responsibility would not come into 
being (kemenjadian).  
    Overall, teachers and school Principals surmised that it is necessary to expose students to the importance, 
knowledge and practice of living and building meaningful relationships with other people, is peace, harmony and 
well-being are the main goals of life.  
 
7. Conclusion 
 
    During our FGD discussions with teachers, our introductory strategy is to draw the teachers’ attention to the title 
of our research, 3R + 1R, and to ask them the meaning of this 3R + 1R. In the four schools we visited in Sarawak, 
all the teachers could not answer the question. The usual response was ‘recycle, reuse, reduce’. So, this was a way to 
stir their interest to our discussion. Our FGD discussions were very lively and interesting as the teachers felt assured 
and comfortable to voice their opinions and share their teaching experience. The general impression we had from 
these discussions is that the teachers seemed very passionate about teaching and about teaching profession being 
their vocation. It is not just an occupation or career where there is nothing better to do, but a vocation where they 
feel their heart, mind and spirit are moved with this ‘calling’ to be with students and be part of their growing up and 
process of becoming.  
    These teachers are very aware of the Ministry of Education’s educational policies, and the emphasis given to 
academic performances. Hence, the teachers said that life as a teacher is increasingly stressful as there are now many 
kinds of tasks teachers have to do besides the regular teaching workload. On the one hand, they know they have to 
finish the school syllabus, and ensure that students perform well in the examinations. On the other hand, they also 
believe that it is important to socialise students to the diversity of people in Malaysia in particular, learning about 
others and accepting their presence in their own right.  
    Teachers in today’s schools are facing a dilemma. They know they have to continue with the 3R emphasis of the 
Education Ministry, but they also know there is another R that is equally important. It is pointless to produce good 
workers if these workers have no respect for others and do not know how to relate and live with others. In this era of 
globalisation and increasing diversity at the workplace, and public spaces, it is pertinent for students to develop this 
ability to adapt and accommodate, without compromising their fundamental religious, cultural, moral principles. For 
today’s teachers to perform well and to produce the desired results aspired by the government, there is a need on the 
government’s part to acknowledge the importance of giving emphasis to the 1R component of education. For 
today’s students are being taught by teachers whose passion in teaching might be declining and so, we may begin to 
ask how will the process of ‘becoming’/kemenjadian take shape and come into being among the students? In a 
nutshell, teachers need to be given a space to voice their thoughts and ideas on the teaching profession, the 
curriculum and co-curriculum.  
    To conclude, this paper focuses on the views of teachers on why they chose the teaching profession, the meaning 
of education, main issue concerning the Malaysian education system and students, as well as their emphasis in 
teaching and learning. Teaching remains a noble profession to these teachers and also Principals. They feel proud 
that they can serve as agents of change, making going to school and getting an education a meaningful experience 
for the students, and producing a significant transformation in the outlook of the students. For this to happen, the 
teachers agreed that we need to nurture not only competency in the 3Rs, the academic literacy, but also competency 
in another R, that is, relationship literacy. A conscious integration of both 3R and 1R in our education system will 
bring about the desired outcome of having students who have, in the words of the Principal of the LT school, 
‘learned to know, learned to do, learned to be and learned to live with one another”.  
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